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Mary Canaga Rowland died in 1966 at the age of 93. Her life spanned one of our
planet's mosteventful eras. When she was ayoung girl, herfamily and neighbors hid from
raids by the Sioux Indians on their frontier settlement. In her later years, she was fasci-
nated by newsreels ofatomic explosions. Her life as a doctor was always at the core ofher
existence, as she describes in a poem at the end ofthe book, "Many nights ofpatient vigil
behold the miracle of childbirth, again and again, and ease the pain of passing from this
world."
Valerie Kraemer
Journal Manager
TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH: WOMEN'S SEARCH FOR EDUCATION IN
MEDICINE. By Thomas Neville Bonner. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992
(paperback, 1995). 169 pages. $16.95
In this clearly-written, comprehensive and entertaining historical work, Thomas
Bonner recounts the events occurring in Europe and America between 1847 and World
War I (1914) that made medical education available to women. The account begins with
Elizabeth Blackwell's enrollment in New York's Geneva Medical College, the first med-
ical school in the Western world to admit a woman. Bonner then takes us through the
struggle of the next 67 years as women fought to gain acceptance to medical schools and
post-graduate training programs in the United States and Europe. He traces the unfolding
of events as schools' doors were opened and then abruptly closed to women (as was the
case with Geneva Medical College, despite Dr. Blackwell's successful graduation), sepa-
rate women's schools were established, women traveled great distances to the open uni-
versities of France and Switzerland to receive education and residency positions slowly
became available. Battles were won, the victories nullified and then the same battles
resumed.
Bonner's engaging style ofstorytelling uses personal examples and character sketch-
es both of early women students and the many men who were instrumental in opening
doors to women in medicine. He conducts an informative discussion in his account ofthe
arguments used against educating women as physicians. Many of the arguments sound
anachronistic to us today. These include questions as to women's intellectual ability and
the feared destruction ofthe female ideal ofrefinement, modesty and sensitivity. The lat-
ter opposition is expressed in resolutions put forth by Harvard medical students in 1850:
"Resolved, that we object to having the company of any female forced upon us, who is
disposed to unsex herself, and to sacrifice hermodesty, by appearing with men in the med-
ical lecture room." Along the same lines are statements by the editor of the Boston
Medical and Surgical Journal in 1849: "Within (woman's) province she is all powerful.
She is...the sacred repository ofall that is virtuous and graceful and lovely. But when she
departs from this, she goes astray from her appropriate element, dishonors her sex, seeks
laurels in forbidden paths, and perverts the laws of her Maker." A French physician in
1873 more pointedly wrote, "By the laws of physiology, the woman doctor is a ... her-
maphrodite or without sex, in any case a monster." Bonner points out that often, it was
the example set by the early women physicians that changed the mind of society and set-
tled these questions. A noted Swiss surgeon, Dr. Edmund Rose, said of Dr. Nadezhda
Suslova in 1867, "Her thesis proved the aptitude of women for scientific work better than
any theoretical discussion ofthe woman question."
Although such ideas as these have not been part ofthe debate surrounding women in
medicine in recent years, other questions posed in the mid 1800s still impact womenBook reviews
physicians today and remain as unresolved challenges. The question, "Do women have the
physical stamina to practice?" may still be a barrier in some fields such as orthopedic
surgery where physical strength is sometimes thought to be of benefit in certain clinical
situations such as setting fractures. Women are still greatly underrepresented in this area
of medical practice. Without the example of numerous women orthopedists excelling in
the field, the question is able to remain unresolved. Another question, "(Is) pregnancy ...
a barrier to a profession in which constant attention to duty is an indispensable require-
ment?" is still grappled with by women physicians, particularly interns and residents,
today.
The advances made between 1847 and 1914 are set against a backdrop of dramatic
social, economic, and political change. Bonnerdoes not delve as deeply as one might wish
into these larger social changes thatmade the idea ofwomen doctors rather suddenly plau-
sible. However, he does cite the changing roles of women in this period, which resulted
from the economic changes ofthe industrial revolution, and from the liberal ideas set forth
in the wake ofthe French revolution.
Thomas Bonner's book is excellent reading for anyone interested in knowing about
the foundation upon which western women's medical education is built. It is also useful
for anyone who seeks to know how women in the past have dealt successfully with the
challenges presented by life as a physician and have persevered against great odds to reap
the rewards. It isjam-packed with role models.
Chrys Delling
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